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1\lmerK' H. Dortch, Se<:rewy
Office orthe SecTe1ary
Federal Communicauons Commission
445 12th $trttl. SW. Room TW·A325
Washington, DC 20554

Dear Secretary Dortch:

This lener is in response to the Federal CommunicatIon COmmissIon's (Fcq further 1"000ia: of
Proposed Rulc:making, 0.lPR....l) Docket '\'0, 02-6OCC. regarding lilt RUr311lea.lth Care Support
1\1eehaiusm. Comments an: being sought on "iJether lhe fCC should increase the percentage
discount !hal rural heallh care pro\ ickrs m;a,'e for mtemel access, whether mfrastructlll'e
development should be funded, and whettw:.- its roles should be modIfied to allow mobile rural
health cafe pro,iders to use services other than satellite. These eommenl5 are submined on
behalf of lhe Office of the Governor ortbe Commonwealth of lhe Northern Mariana Islands and
the Commonwealth's Department ofPoblic Hcalth (DPH),

As a threshold malter. the Commonwealth of the 'I1orthem Mariana 15lands and DPH wish to
thank lhe fCC for finding a creali,c way to ano,," lhe health care providers in the insular areas.
sucb as the Commonwealth. to recei"e discounts and n:lmbunement fOl" adl'anc:ed
teleconununicalions services. We an: especially thanHuJ sioce the Common... ealth and its
people are contnbullng funds to lhe Uni\'e!'S3l Ser.ia: Program and this pro\ision creates an
opportwuty for us to participatc in and benefil 110m !he Rural Health Care Program.

Because the FCC decided to pro\'idc lilly penoem support for advanced telecommunications
SCT\'ices fOT health can: providers in entities considered states withom urban areas, like the
Commonwealth, the health care providers and educators in the Commonwealth will hopefully
soon recel\'e support from Ihe UnivcTSllI Service Fund for tltc first lime. This change ....ill greatly
aid our people. It will allow OUT health care providers 10 offer new SCT\'ices while alle\iating
budgt'l. issues for those providers 10 some degree. We greatly appreciate tbl: changes lhe FCC
bas already made and belie\'e that the). ""in make a significant difference in OW' ISlands. as tbl:
FCC Intended.

We SUbmil Ihese comments. howe\·er. b«:anse we do not bclieo.e Ihat the FCC has gone far
enough ...1I1t its changes. Specifically, we belie\-c that the FCC should increase the perc-entage
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discount that rural health eare pro\idCf'S re=i,'e for intmlet access and it should fund
mfnlStrueturc dc,elopment

l. The fCC Should Increase The Percentage DiscQum For !!ltemet Acs:«s.

We respectfully request that the FCC increase: the percentage discoum for Internet access or for
ad''al"lCed te!ecommunieauons sen.·ices for health care pro,iders In states ",ithout UIban areas to
the same le"el ofsuppon pro,ided under the e-r.ue progrnm (up 10 nlnctypcn:cnt).

DPH currently pays appro~lmatdy $42.107.51 oollan annually for dial-up and broadband
Internet sCfviees. The SCf\-ices purchased mdude Internet accounts, dial-up services and high
speed DSL and TI line connoctions, DPH slruggles to make even these payments because of
SIgnificant budget issues.

Increasing the discount will not only aid DPH with its budget issues. but it will also a1Jo" it to
puTChase more $Cf':iecs and offer better, morc cost~fftc1i\'e care to its patients _ fulfilling the
purpose of thts program. Specifically. DPH cannol: purchase the mtemel services that it
desperately needs either "'Ith the ClllTmt twenty Ii'e percent for tntemct Of the fifty percent for
ad\'al"lCed telecommunicauons services lbis situallon would ehange if it received the same
suppon pro,ide<! under the e-rate program to schools.

Because of the c-rate progrnm. the Common"'ealth's Public School System (PSS) is able to lease
private line service betwecn Saipan. Tlnian. and Rota (the three populated islands in the
Commonwealth) and the Commonwealth and Hawaii. llleases Tl lines o'-cr the only fiber optie
eable connecting the islands. Because of the monopoly ownership and despite the short
dlstan«:s betv.cm the' islands. thIS senicc C05lS appnmmatdy 580.000 per )~. PSS also leases
a T I lil1C' from S3Ipan to Hawaii and one ..i!hin the island of Rota. The total. prc-.discount cost
of these four leases is approximately 5275.000 annually. PSS can afford these leases because it
rttei,·es a nmety percent discount under the e-rate program.

DPH already has numerous budget issues. Some issues are caused by !he geographic isolation of
the islands and because the population is IlOt large enough to suppon a large medical industry.
(Approximately 70.000 people he in the Commonwealth. It IS located approximately 1200
miles from Tokyo. 1480 miles from ~tanila. 1800 miles from Shanghai. 3;>00 miles from
Honolulu. and ,S.4()O miles from San Francisro_) As a result. many of its pallents mllSl be sent to
Hav..aiL Guam. California. or elsewhm: for \mI1men1 because the Islands lack spttialiSl$. And
pallertts on Timan and Rota often must tra\'clto Saipan for tr"eaunent. This tra,e1 is costly for
tbe SO"ernmcnt_ the hospllal facilities.. and the' patietlts.

Some of these travel costs eould he a,-oided if DPH eould eonnectlhe CommOllwealth's doctors
and patients through videocollferoncing with doctors and specialists elsewhere. The eurrenl rates
for the' connectivity necessary for tbese services -- even with the dlscoums -- do 1lOt, however.
allo" It 10 do so. If the dIscounts were increased to the same lC\cls offered under the e-tale
program in the schools, lhis situation would change.
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The FCC is understandably concerned aboul exhausting the fund Wilh 311 ineTe3.')c In the dIscount
for intCffict services. We recommend thatlhe I'CC a,'oid this problem by implementing thc same
tn>c of graduated discount program as it has created for the e-rule progrJm. where the range is
twenty to ninety percent based on the poverty k-.cl of 1bc: Jurisdicuon. Such a graduated
program could be used to help 1bc Jurisdictions tbiu noed the most assistance while pI"C"'mung
the aluustion ofthc fund.

Altemam·dy. the FCC could sel a ninety percent discount for states without urban ateas. such as
the Common"eallh. After all. the FCC has already recognized lhat these entities are In dire need
of assIstance and h.avc be¢n historically undeTserYcd by this program.

Although. the amounts m,·ol\·oo for the Commoo"'cahh and DPA do not SttIII Slgruficant. they
are for the Commonwcalth Only ,fthe FCC Increases the fundmg rulC for Itllcmct seoices from
Iwenty-fh'c percenl or for advanced telecommunications sen;ees from fifty percent can DPH
afford to offer the seT.-lees that me becoming standanl throughout the Umted Stales.

IL Infrastructure 15velopmeDl Should B!: Funded.

The telecommunications infraslJUCl.Ull: in the Commoo"'calth is lacl,;mg. especially on the
$malleT Islands. Rola and Tinian. Such infrastrucliue can be e~pensi\e for the klcal g!Wl:mment
to in!ilall an<1or build, especially because of the isolat,on of the islands,

If the FCC pro"lded such funding through the Universal Servicc Fund, il "ould pro\",de
Immediate benefits to the peoplc of the Conunonwealth. Infrastructul'C tha1 is lacking ",-nhin
health facilities ate also lacking in terms of fiber network COl1J'I«tions between the
Common"'caJth Health Center (CAe) - the Commoo"..caIth·s one hospilal - ar-I its four
outl)lng elinics. all of "hlch arc localed on $aJp.an. (l1le climes ate located in the "illagC5 of
Tanapag. San Roque. San Antonio. and one will soon be opened III Kagman. These villages are
1tl Ihc outermOSt parts of Snipan whereas CHC IS located closer to the center of Saipan). This is
one of the first ISSUCS DPH will try to address if the FCC allows infrastructure fundlllg.

DPH may also be able 10 fund other Imponant InfiastructUll: projects thaI are oot possible wtless
the FCC allow"5 for such funding. For instance. it may be possible for me DPH 10 CO!1OOC1 Its
f3.Cilillcs on Sa,pan with those on ROla and Tinian by installing slraight-run fiber DCf\\on:
conne<:1l0ns. -':otably, if the Universal SCl"\'ice Fund provided Infrastruclure assistance, DPH
could install such infraslruCtUre and potenlially savc the cost of month Iy leases. In olher words.
offering Infrastructure assistance could lower the Impact in some cases of increasing the
discounts.

DPA oould also use i-nfrastnteture 10 assist ...-nh medical can: III thc Commonwealth·s nonhem
islands. Specifically, thcre are 5C\-eral, sparsely inhablled islands north of Saipmt that are spread
over IWO hundred miles of ocean. CUITemly. the only communication between individuals on
these ,slands and DPA is via short-wavelham radio. which is highly dependenl on clear wealher
ar-I is often an unreliable fonn ofcommunications.



-

Wben mdi,iduals OIl the nonhero ISlands an: sid: or mJural. doc:1ors OIl Saipan ha'"e a difficuh
time: assessing the paumt through r~bo oommumarions and subsequently rcquc:st that the
patiCl1t be: evacuated to Salpall 'ia hehcopu:,r. This can be: vcry costly al a price ofSIO.OOO per
transpon from the farthest island of Agrigan whc:rc approximately tWeT1ty islanders reside
permanently.

DPII would like to explore: means of communkation other than shon·wavc:Jham radIO. such as
repeater stalions for cellular phones or satellitc rommunications. Howewr. both of these
methods "ill inevitably in"oh'c sigmficant ID\"C:stmc:nt in infrastructure like earth stations and
repearer antennas. Satellite and cellul3l" oommunicalion can also provide the connoction speed
for 'ideo images either through eqUIpped cdl pboncs or .....odstalions. These conununiGltion
modalities can gn::aIly assist physicians in providing care 10 pat'Cl1lS and pcrbaps a,"Oid the need
for cxpensl"e medical c'acuations. Infrastructure funding could be used for Uns purpose.

Again. the needs of the Commonwealth and 01'11 an: many and are beyond the financial means
ofthc Commonwcalth 10 fix. )fthe FCC allows rhe Univen;al Service Fund to provide funds to
address these nceds. it will not diminish the fund in any malenal way. It wlll. however. pro,-ide
immediate and significant benefits to the Commonwealth and ils people.

l1wlk )'011 for providing this opportunity for comments and "C look forward ((l)'OUf fa'omble
consideration.

"'" ..".ro,

od!~1; ./-~PETEUNTAl.A,'"

Acung Secretary ofPuMic Health


